Abstract This essay celebrates the fortieth anniversary of women's ordination in the Church of Scotland as an occasion to consider the tension between proclamation and practice. Starting with stories of women's ministry as illustrative, it then explores a case within this case-self-sacrifice in women's lives. This examination reveals how deeply embedded Christian theology is within common life. To make changes in the family (e.g., share care of children) or congregation (e.g., include women in leadership) involves one immediately in the thicket of Christian doctrine. The essay concludes by arguing that dealing with this slippage between preaching and practice or word and deed lies at the heart of practical theology.
Practice what you preach. Do as I say, not as I do. Easier said than done. And the latest: Walk the talk. The English language has invented many ways to talk about the trouble people have connecting proclamation and practice. And no wonder: When it comes to beliefs of any kind a gap almost inevitably opens up between confession and way of life. This is profoundly evident in gender relationships and women in the church.
In this time and this place, as we mark forty years of ordination of women to the ministry of word and sacrament in the Church of Scotland, preaching about unity in Christ has come just a little bit closer to practice. This is worth celebrating. Women serving as full partners and leaders in Christian ministry has come slowly, so slowly that it is sometimes hard not to despair and want to give up entirely on the church. My own denomination, The Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), a nineteenth-century American-born movement of the Second Great Awakening that broke away from the Presbyterians partly over regulations excluding people from the communion table, joined several other traditions in ordaining women over a century ago.
i Yet when it comes to inviting women to serve as senior ministers or electing women as elders to pray over bread and cup, many people still resist. Even the most theologically progressive congregations struggle to find satisfactory ways to reinterpret doctrinal statements and reshape hymns, prayers, and practice to include women fully. In a country where the "broad social movements" of first and second wave feminism greatly aided women's ordination, most women still find ministry an "uphill calling," as one major study subtitled its findings. "Only about half of U.S. denominations grant full clergy rights" to women.
ii So it is good to stop and notice the transformation that has come in four decades of offering women status as ordained ministers in the Church of Scotland.
This anniversary offers a wonderful opportunity to consider the tension between proclamation and practice, using the case of women in ministry as illustrative. I want to start with some stories of women's ordination and then look at a case within this casethe ideal and reality of self-sacrifice in women's lives. This exercise of thinking about the slippage between preaching and practice has helped me see that practical theology, my own particular corner in the academy, is actually defined as a discipline and way of life around this tension. So I conclude by arguing briefly that dealing with the dissonance between word and deed lies at the heart of practical theology. Even when looking strictly at denominations in the United States, there is not a close correspondence between ordination policies and the "tasks and roles women actually perform" "on-the-ground," according to sociologist Mark Chaves. In fact, he argues that a "loose coupling of rule and practice is a feature of women's ordination." So, for example, some evangelical denominations "assert that they are fully supportive of gender equality even as they formally deny women access to key leadership positions" because equality before God supposedly differs from equality of everyday roles. The
Catholic Church forbids women as priests but women often run the "day-to-day work" of many of the three hundred "priestless" parishes in the United States. Other churches, such as my own, have long ordained women but then subtly relegate them to the "smallest congregations for the lowest pay." Although as a sociologist Chaves is talking about policy and not theology, one cannot help but wonder if it is also true theologically that there is sometimes a "loose coupling" between theologies designed for "symbolic display" and for preservation of "public identity" and genuine change on the ground. breadwinner-homemaker, two-career heterosexual, gay and lesbian, single, and blended) most parents are propelled to extend themselves for their children at greater cost and to a greater extent than they might once have thought possible. In fact, this is precisely the impulse that many religions, including Christianity, command people to extend to neighbors. Doesn't this kind of sacrifice still have some bearing in everyday life, despite the justifiable skepticism about how it harms women and children?
Those who have espoused radical mutuality have often done so in an adultcentric, chronological void, assuming equal adults and ignoring children, the aging, and those at different stages of non-equal dependency. Failure to include the routine of raising children has resulted in a failure to understand the necessity of "transitional sacrifice" or the temporary restriction of one's desires for the sake of one's children. xxviii On a fairly regular basis, care of children calls for a kind of "self-denial and sacrifice of ego gratification" that is not often found outside the family, observes pastoral theologian Brita Gill-Austern, also a mother of three boys. xxix One may get a great deal back, but the return is seldom instantaneous or in kind. Understanding the need for self-sacrifice makes particular sense for men who hope to share domestic responsibility but have seldom been socialized to give up their own interests for the sake of childcare and housework.
Sacrifice is also relevant in the wider context of work, community, and global society. Even though liberal feminism viewed the home as a site of sacrifice and the workplace as a site of self-fulfillment, this is not always the case, particularly for the working class where work does not guarantee personal satisfaction and for women forced to work to sustain families. Even in more rewarding professions like ministry or teaching, individual aspirations must sometimes take a back seat to institutional goods. xxx The notion of sacrifice seems especially important in the current cultural and political context where a fair redistribution of goods between developing and more developed countries would require those in developed countries to relinquish control over a portion of the world's overall wealth. Finally, there is still a place in our worship and spiritual lives for imagery of self-sacrifice and liturgical acts that embody it. People have deep-seated emotional and spiritual needs for reprieve from frailty, for compensation, and even for cleansing that accomplishes that which one cannot do for oneself. Emphasis on God's sacrificial action in Christ speaks to this desire for relief, unmerited love, and grace.
How then does one embody proclamations about Christ's love in daily life? Any attempt to salvage self-sacrifice must begin by contesting the ways it has oppressed and harmed rather than saved and empowered. If self-sacrifice has a role to play in sustaining family, spiritual, and political life, a key question becomes how to distinguish "lifegiving" from "unhealthy, life-denying" forms.
xxxii xxxi Ultimately, to discern the difference we must ask a series of complex questions about the motivation and aim of sacrifice and the nature of the person's selfhood and agency. Is the self-surrender chosen and invited rather than forced or demanded? Is it motivated by fear or genuine love and faithfulness? Does the person remain a subject or is she turned into a means to someone else's end? Does the sacrificial loss actually count as gain in some deeper way and enrich rather than destroy life? Does sacrifice, in essence, remain subordinate to and in the service of a more abundant life? Does it lead to more just and loving relationships?
In the end, the term sacrifice itself must be used with greater care in worship and from the pulpit. Contrary to common understanding, the cross has never had a singular meaning but rather a whole host of meanings, all of which have some bearing on the celebration of the Eucharist. The view of Christ's death as a sacrifice is not even the dominant New Testament explanation. In fact, the idea that Christ died for our sins is "significantly absent" from early Christian sources. To make changes in family life (e.g., share care of children) or congregational life (e.g., include women in leadership) involves one immediately in the thicket of Christian doctrine.
Many people describe practical theology as a science of action. I would go further and say that the desire to understand the disconnection between word and deed lies at its heart. If there is a common theme that works its way through my own work as a practical theologian on a number of issues-adulthood, care, work, women, children, family, "overcoming the Church's . . . deficient self-realisation" and "questioning" biblical theology, exegetics, systematic theology, church history, and the study of liturgy as to "whether they are adequately making the particular local contribution required of them (and of which they are capable) towards the Church's self-realisation." In my own words, practical theology is a gadfly, the thorn in the side of religious conviction and academic disciplines. It speaks on behalf of the "whole" of which each discipline is "one part" and asks them to make themselves "useful" to those who believe. Practical theology, however, has the descriptive and normative task of standing at the juncture of belief and practice, sustaining a faith in practice that coheres with the faith confessed. Attending to slippage between word and deed is not easy because, as sociologist Pierre Bourdieu observes, the mistaking of theory for reality "has every chance of passing unnoticed." Since the "logic" of practice is "fuzzy," sociologists and Christians too are prone to mistake the "model of reality" (e.g., theological doctrine) for the "reality of the model" (e.g., the concreteness of Christian life) and forget the distance between our "maps" and the "beaten tracks" on which people of faith tread, the "practical space of journeys actually made."
Since beliefs, such as Christ's sacrifice, have the capacity to both oppress and emancipate, the practice of discernment, this "testing of the spirits" in Rahner's words, becomes even more essential.
Practical theologians experiment with a variety of methods of discernment-the hermeneutical circle of German and liberationist theology, theories of practice in sociology, quantitative and qualitative research of congregational studies, and ethnographic attention to "folk religion" or "everyday theology" in local contexts. These theories and methods attempt to get at the embodied social and historical character of thought and action and the knowledge of people sometimes excluded from its production.
In all cases, practical theology focuses on the "dynamics" of faith in time and space-a word used by a founder of modern pastoral theology, Seward Hiltner, borrowed from psychotherapeutic theory and the Greek philosophical tradition to talk about what he described as the "energy dimensions, the tensions and counterbalances among forces, and the variety of equilibriums" in thought and action. 
